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Countesses of Croye. He found, at this place of rendezvous,
the men and horses appointed to compose the retinue, leading
two sumpter mules already loaded with baggage, and holding
three palfreys for the two Countesses and a faithful waiting-
woman, with a stately war-horse for himself, whose steel-plated
saddle glanced in the pale moonlight. Not a word of recogni-
tion was spoken on either side. The men sat still in their
saddles, as if they were motionless; and by the same im-
perfect light Quentin saw with pleasure that they were all
armed, and held long lances in their hands. They were only
three in number; but one of them whispered to Quentin, in
a strong Gascon accent, that their guide was to join them
beyond Tours.

Meantime, lights glanced to and tro at the lattices of the
tower, as if there was bustle and preparation among its
inhabitants. At length, a small door, which led from the
bottom of the tower to the court, was unclosed, and three
females came forth, attended by a man wrapped in a cloak.
They mounted in silence the palfreys which stood prepared
for them, while their attendant on foot led the way, and gave
the pass-words and signals to the watchful guards, whose posts
they passed in succession. Thus they at length reached the
exterior of these formidable barriers. Here the man on foot,
who had hitherto acted as their guide, paused, and spoke low
and earnestly to the two foremost females,

" May Heaven bless you, Sire," said a voice which thrilled
upon Quentin Durward's ear, "and forgive you, even if your
purposes be more interested than your words express ! To be
placed in safety under the protection of the good Bishop of
Liege, is the utmost extent of my desire."

The person whom she thus addressed, muttered an in-
audible answer, and retreated back through the barrier-gate,
while Quentin thought, that, by the moon-glimpse, he recog-
nised in him the King himself, whose anxiety for the departure
of his guests had probably induced him to give his presence,
in case scruples should arise on their part, or difficulties on
that of the guards of the Castle.

When the riders were beyond the Castle, it was necessary
for some time to ride with great precaution, in order to avoid
the pitfalls, snares, and similar contrivances, which were placed
for the annoyance of strangers. The Gascon was, however,
completely possessed of the clew to this labyrinth, and in a
quarter of an hour's riding, they found themselves beyond the